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APPARATUS AND METHOD PROVIDING
UNIFIED NETWORK MANAGEMENT

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS; PRIORITY CLAIM

This application claims the benefit under 35 U.S.C. 120 as
a Continuation of application Ser. No. 11/012,884, filed Dec.
14, 2004, which claims the benefit of provisional application
60/481,788, filed Dec. 14, 2003, the entire contents of which
are hereby incorporated by reference for all purposes as if
fully set forth herein.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention generally relates to computer net-
work management. The invention relates more specifically to
methods for managing networks using representations of net-
works.

BACKGROUND

The approaches described in this section could be pursued,
but are not necessarily approaches that have been previously
conceived or pursued. Therefore, unless otherwise indicated
herein, the approaches described in this section are not prior
art to the claims in this application and are not admitted to be
prior art by inclusion in this section.

A typical computer network consists of various devices
such as routers, switches, wireless access points, firewalls,
etc. FIG. 1 illustrates an example network that includes such
elements.

A typical network device provides a command interface
that is accessible using the telnet protocol, a secure shell
(SSH) connection, or serial port interface to create, update,
retrieve and store management information relating to the
device. A network management station (NMS) can deliver
commands through such an interface to provide a higher level
or enhanced management capability to the network operator
or administrator. Each device in the network can be managed
individually by one or more than one network management
stations.

The management aspects of a device are defined as mecha-
nisms available on the device to add, delete, modify and
monitor the behavior of a device as required by the network
operator to achieve the required operation on the device. The
management aspects of each device are obtained by means of
Simple Network Management Protocol (SNMP), Telnet,
Secure Shell (SSH) and other access methods provided by the
individual devices.

However, management of large networks is cumbersome,
error-prone and time-consuming using current approaches.
For example, assume that a large network comprises dozens
of network devices of the same type, all of which require the
same configuration change. In this context, applying the same
change to each device individually is time-consuming and
error-prone.

Further, for management purposes, applying a particular
configuration command or query to all devices that share a
particular characteristic may be useful. Prior systems have
offered the ability to display the features or characteristics of
a particular device or groups of devices. However, in the past
there has been no good way to apply the same command to all
devices in a group or view.

Therefore, there is a need for a better way to manage a
network to overcome the foregoing problems.
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2
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The present invention is illustrated by way of example, and
not by way of limitation, in the figures of the accompanying
drawings and in which like reference numerals refer to similar
elements and in which:

FIG. 11is ablock diagram of a typical network arrangement
in which an embodiment may be implemented;

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of unified network management
framework according to some embodiments;

FIG. 3 is a representation of entire network as a tree;

FIG. 4 is a block diagram of command flow from network
operator to the device though a unified network management
(UNM) framework;

FIG. 5 is an example of navigation using UNM;

FIG. 6 is an example of viewing alarms using UNM;

FIG. 7 is ablock diagram that illustrates a computer system
upon which an embodiment may be implemented;

FIG. 8 is a block diagram of an auto-learner framework
according to some embodiments;

FIG. 9 is a flow diagram of an auto-learning process.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

An apparatus and system providing unified network man-
agement is described. In the following description, for the
purposes of explanation, numerous specific details are set
forth in order to provide a thorough understanding of the
present invention. It will be apparent, however, to one skilled
in the art that the present invention may be practiced without
these specific details. In other instances, well-known struc-
tures and devices are shown in block diagram form in order to
avoid unnecessarily obscuring the present invention.

Embodiments are described herein according to the fol-
lowing outline:

1.0 General Overview

2.0 Structural And Functional Overview

3.0 Implementation Mechanisms—Hardware Overview

4.0 Extensions and Alternatives

1.0 GENERAL OVERVIEW

The needs identified in the foregoing Background, and
other needs and objects that will become apparent from the
following description, are achieved in the present invention,
which comprises, in one aspect, a method of unified network
management comprising the machine-implemented steps of
creating and storing a logical tree representation of'a network,
wherein the network comprises one or more network devices
each having one or more characteristics, wherein a root node
of the tree represents the entire network, wherein leaf nodes
of'the tree represent the network devices, wherein one or more
intermediate nodes of the tree represent one or more groups of
network devices having common characteristics; receiving a
first command that selects any of the entire network, the
groups, or the devices; receiving one second command that
specifies a single management operation for application to
each network device in the selected network, groups, or
devices; automatically performing the specified management
operation on each network device in the selected network,
groups, or devices.

In one feature, the management operation comprises dis-
playing a list of devices that are contained in the entire net-
work or the selected group. In another feature, the manage-
ment operation comprises configuring a plurality of
interfaces that are implemented by a plurality of selected
devices. In another feature, the management operation com-
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prises configuring a plurality of interfaces that are imple-
mented by all devices in a selected group.

In yet another feature, the management operation com-
prises displaying one or more alarms that are generated by all
devices in a selected group. In still another feature, the man-
agement operation comprises displaying one or more events
that are generated by all devices in a selected group. Accord-
ing to another feature, the intermediate nodes of the tree
represent one or more groups of network devices, wherein the
grouped network devices are similar but not identical in
device type. In still another feature, a leaf node of the tree
representing a device further comprises a sub-tree that repre-
sents a file system of the device.

According to another feature, the second command speci-
fies one of a plurality of common management aspects of each
device in the selected network, group or devices. In another
feature, receiving the first command comprises receiving a
plurality of commands that navigate the tree from root to a
leaf node or intermediate node.

In other aspects, the invention encompasses a computer
apparatus and a computer-readable medium configured to
carry out the foregoing steps.

2.0 STRUCTURAL AND FUNCTIONAL
OVERVIEW

An example embodiment is now described with reference
to FIG. 2, FIG. 3, FIG. 4, FIG. 5, and FIG. 6. FIG. 2 is a block
diagram of unified network management framework accord-
ing to some embodiments; FIG. 3 is a representation of entire
network as a tree; FIG. 4 is a block diagram of command flow
from network operator to the device though unified network
management (UNM) framework; FIG. 5 is an example of
navigation using UNM; and FIG. 6 is an example of viewing
alarms using UNM.

In one embodiment, a Unified Network Management
(UNM) framework has the structure depicted in FIG. 2. A
managed network may comprise, for example, three devices
designated Device A, Device B, and Device C. Each of the
devices comprises non-volatile random-access memory
(NVRAM), non-volatile flash memory (“Flash”), and two
interfaces designated Interface 1, Interface 2. According to an
embodiment, information representing the physical elements
of each device in the network is mapped to the UNM and
represented in the UNM. For example, the UNM comprises
an NVRAM data structure that stores information represent-
ing the NVRAM of each of Device A, Device B, and Device
C. Further, the UNM has a Flash data structure that represents
the flash memory of Device A, Device B, and Device C. The
UNM further comprises an interface data structure that rep-
resents interfaces of each of the devices.

A network device in the managed network may host the
UNM. Alternatively, the UNM is hosted in a workstation,
server, or other device that is communicatively coupled to the
managed network.

In this arrangement, the UNM represents the entire net-
work or subset of the network as if the network or subset
comprises a single device. However, all management aspects
of each device are made available to the network operator by
the UNM framework. For example, a network administrator
can get or set values relating to the external interfaces, com-
mands and control characteristics of each device at the UNM
framework as if these interfaces and commands are provided
by the device that is implementing the UNM framework. In
addition to providing the management aspects of the indi-
vidual devices, UNM also provides network level view of
these devices. Two or more devices of similar or different
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types of devices can be grouped and their common manage-
ment aspects can be represented as a single device to the
operator.

The UNM framework of FIG. 2 represents the entire net-
work as a single device by providing and implementing the
management aspects of each individual device that is under
its control. The UNM framework represents one device, one
or more external interfaces, and one or more commands that
are applicable on the interfaces. Management aspects of indi-
vidual devices in the managed network are exposed to the
network operator by means of interfaces and commands. In
particular, the interfaces, commands, and characteristics of
each device are exposed at the UNM framework, as if these
interfaces and commands are provided by the actual frame-
work on the device.

More than one device can implementa UNM framework as
shown in FIG. 2 to represent the entire network. A single
network can be segmented into multiple networks, and each
of the network segments can be managed separately by a
different device implementing the UNM framework. Further,
the devices implementing the UNM framework can be man-
aged by a single device implementing UNM framework in a
clustered fashion.

In one embodiment, the UNM framework implements
management aspects of each managed device by any of sev-
eral means, such as Simple Network Management Protocol
(SNMP), TELNET, Secure Shell (SSH) and various other
control methods provided by the individual devices.

In one embodiment, the UNM framework is communica-
tively coupled to a command knowledge base. The command
knowledge base describes the command syntax that a particu-
lar managed device uses. For example, an embodiment may
use a command knowledge base as described in co-pending
application Ser. No. 11/012,885, filed Dec. 14, 2004,
“METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR AUTOMATICALLY
DETERMINING COMMANDS FOR A NETWORK ELE-
MENT,” inventors Krishnam Datla et al., now U.S. Pat. No.
8,190,723, the entire contents of which is hereby incorporated
by reference as if fully set forth herein.

The knowledge base may be different for different types of
devices, and for different versions of operating system for the
same type of device. Therefore, when a user selects multiple
devices for applying one management operation, the UNM
framework uses a command base containing only commands
that are common to all the selected devices. This common
command base is built when it is needed, or in real time,
before any management operations are invoked. The common
command database is used for all the management operations
on the selected group of devices.

Inan embodiment, the UNM framework provides any or all
of the following methods to the network operator to manage
the entire network as a single device.

1. According to one feature, an entire managed network is
represented as a tree structure in which each device is repre-
sented by a node of the tree. Referring now to FIG. 3, a tree
representation of a network may comprise a root node repre-
senting the entire network. The tree may further comprise one
or more group nodes that represent groups of devices. For
example, in FIG. 3, intermediate nodes representing group
nodes are designated Group A, Group B, Group C, Group D.
The tree representation may further comprise leaf nodes that
represent network devices, as shown in FIG. 3.

To interoperate with a network device, the NMS must have
knowledge of what commands the device supports, so that the
NMS can deliver commands that are compatible with the
device’s command interface and that produce desired results.
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Referring now to FIG. 8, according to one embodiment, an
auto-learner framework 802 comprises device command syn-
tax knowledge 804, a seed command 806, special case han-
dling logic 808, a request generator 810, and a response
handler 812. An embodiment may implement framework 802
in one or more computer programs or other software ele-
ments, firmware, or any combination thereof. Framework 802
is coupled to or includes a knowledge base 816, which pro-
vides a repository for storing information that defines com-
mands that a network element 820 supports. Framework 802
is coupled, directly or indirectly through one or more net-
works, to network element 820.

A seed command 806 defines a particular device command
which, when sent to network element 820, will cause network
element to reply with a list of supported commands.

Special case handling logic 808 provides program code or
other software elements for handling exceptions to the gen-
eral rules that are defined in syntax knowledge 804. Such
exceptions may be the same for all devices in a family of
devices, or may apply only to the functionality or feature that
is being learned at a particular time.

Request generator 810 forms and sends commands or
information requests to network element 820. Response han-
dler 812 processes replies that are received from the network
element 820 and creates data for storage in the knowledge
base 816.

FIG. 9 illustrates an example process in more detail. For
purposes of illustrating a clear example, FIG. 9 is described in
the context of the system of FIG. 8. However, other embodi-
ments of the techniques of FIG. 9 may be implemented in the
context of other systems.

In step 902, a seed command is sent. For example, auto-
learner framework 802 sends seed command 806 to network
element 820. In step 904, a list of all supported commands for
the device is received and stored. For example, network ele-
ment 820 responds with information defining all commands
that it supports. In one embodiment, the seed command 806 is
a “help” or “?”” command, and in response, the network ele-
ment provides a list of all commands that are allowed in the
then-current context of the network element. Routers,
switches, and other network devices from Cisco Systems,
Inc., San Jose, Calif., support seed commands of the type just
described.

At step 906, the process selects one command in the
received list for further processing. Step 906 represents the
start of a loop that ends at step 914 and includes steps 909,
910, 912 for determining what parameters the network ele-
ment requires, uses or defines as part of the selected com-
mand. For example, at step 908, the process sends a request
for parameters for the selected command. At step 910, the
process determines if all parameters for the request have been
received, based on receiving and analyzing a response from
the network element, as shown by step 909.

If not all the parameters were received for the selected
command, then control returns to step 908 and further param-
eter requests are sent. If all parameters have been received,
then at step 912, information defining the selected command
is stored.

For example, assume that the network element 820 sup-
ports a command named “cmd]1” that requires two parameter
values to be set, and that the required syntax is “cmd]1 param-
eterl valuel parameter2 value2.” In one case, step 908
involves sending the request “help cmdl,” and in response,
the network element provides a complete listing of param-
eters and values. In another case, step 908 involves sending an
incomplete command and the network element responds by
providing a complete listing of parameters and values.
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In yet another case, step 908 involves sending an incom-
plete command, and a response from the network element
indicates only the next parameter that the command syntax
requires. For example, sending a request of the form “cmdl
parameter1” causes the network element to respond indicat-
ing that it needs a value of type X. The particular one of the
foregoing cases applicable to a particular type of network
element may vary according to the vendor of the network
element, the operating system, or other factors. The particular
one of the foregoing cases applicable to a particular type of
network element may be defined, in one embodiment, in
syntax knowledge 804.

Requests sent at step 908 might require a literal value for a
parameter in order to enable the process of FIG. 9 to deter-
mine the next valid parameter for a command. In one embodi-
ment, step 908 involves forming a command that includes
valid sample values for any parameters that require specify-
ing a value as a condition to learn the next parameter. For
example, to induce a response that defines additional param-
eters for a command relating to setting parameters on a fast
Ethernet interface of a wireless access point, the command
must include a valid IP address for the interface. In this
example, step 908 involves generating a sample Ethernet
interface address to include in the command.

Some commands that some network elements support may
allow an unlimited number of parameters and values. There-
fore, the approach of FIG. 9 is provided with a mechanism to
prevent endless loops. For example, assume that at step 908
and step 909 the following command example and reply are
sent and processed, respectively:
issc-gw#show ip bgp community ?

<1-4294967295> community number

exact-match Exact match of the communities

local-AS Do not send outside local AS (well-known com-
munity)

no-advertise Do not advertise to any peer (well-known
community)

no-export Do not export to next AS (well-known commu-
nity)

| Output modifiers

<Cr>

Assume further that after analysis at step 909, the process
next sends the command and reply as follows:

issc-gwishow ip bgp community 123 ?

<1-4294967295> community number

exact-match Exact match of the communities

local-AS Do not send outside local AS (well-known com-
munity)

no-advertise Do not advertise to any peer (well-known
community)

no-export Do not export to next AS (well-known commu-
nity)

| Output modifiers

<Cr>

Inthis case, the same set of parameters and descriptions has
been provided by the network element in responses for both
commands identifying the “community” node and
“<1-4294967295>" node. The second request included “123”
as a sample node identifier value and received the same result
as when the first request included “community” as a node
identifier. Therefore, sending further commands that specify
additional nodes will not yield additional useful information,
and an unlimited list of parameter values is allowed. There-
fore, the process detects an endless loop and discontinues
requesting parameters for the current command.

In an embodiment, the presence of a recursive command
that will cause an endless loop is detected as follows. First, the
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process compares the help command result, which is a list of
parameter hints and descriptions, for the current node’s par-
ent with the current node’s help results. In this context,
“node” refers to a data structure in the knowledge base that
defines and is associated with a command. If the result infor-
mation is the same for both nodes, then the process of FIG. 9
considers an unlimited parameter list to exist, and this is
represented in the command knowledge base.

At step 914, a test is performed to determine if all com-
mands have been processed. If so, then at step 916, the com-
mand knowledge base 916 is created. The command knowl-
edge base 816 may be structured according to any convenient
text or binary format.

In one embodiment, the command knowledge base is
stored in Extensible Markup Language (XML) format
according to the example schema shown in FIG. 4. In opera-
tion, an NMS can receive, parse, and use such a command
knowledge base.

Using the preceding general process, based on basic com-
mand syntax knowledge, an auto-learner framework gener-
ates a series of requests and analyzes responses from a net-
work element until all commands are completely learned.

A network device in the managed network also may be
represented in the tree representation as an intermediate node,
depending on the capabilities or logical connectivity of the
device with other devices. Further, if the device has a file
system, then the file system can be represented as a sub-tree
under the device node.

Additionally, the tree representation may comprise other
intermediary nodes that define groups of network elements
based on various criteria. One example of such criteria is
selecting a group of devices according to the role they play in
network. For example, all routers may be represented by one
intermediate node. As other examples, all switches, all wire-
less access points, all wireless access point of certain type X,
etc., may be represented by various intermediate nodes.

Using such a representation, the UNM framework enables
a network administrator to navigate the entire network in a
manner similar to navigating a directory. Further, in one
embodiment, the tree representation of a network is imple-
mented using a filesystem, such as the UNIX or LINUX
filesystems. A navigation path may proceed from a group of
devices to individual devices down to the level of individual
files or directories on the device.

Referring now to FIG. 4, an example navigation in a file-
system representation of a network is shown. Starting at the
top line, and as indicated by the text in subsequent lines of
FIG. 4, the prompt “[network|#” indicates that the operator is
interacting with the root node representing the entire network.
The operator enters a “dir” or “directory” command; in
response, the UNM displays a directory of the/network/node,
which includes a “devices/” intermediate node and “groups/”
intermediate node.

The operator then navigates to the “devices” group by
entering the command “cd devices” meaning “change direc-
tory to devices directory.”” Next in FIG. 4, the operator enters
another “dir” command; in response, the UNM displays a list
of all devices in the network by name, type, status, and net-
work address.

The operator then moves up to the root node again with the
command “cd . . . ” The operator moves down the tree to the
“groups” node by entering the “cd groups” command. The
operator then obtains a list of all currently defined network
groups by entering a “dir” command; in response, the UNM
provides a group list that indicates the number of devices in
each group and the name of each group (AccessPoints,
Switches, MyGroup, offline-devices, etc.). The operator then

20

25

40

45

8

obtains a list of all devices that are in the AccessPoints group
with appropriate “cd” and “dir” commands.

2. According to another feature, the UNM enables an
operator to select a group of devices and then access or
configure the common management aspects of all the devices
in the selected group, as if the operator is interacting with a
single device. Referring now to FIG. 5, an example of group
selection and interaction is shown. In the first line of FIG. 5,
an operator provides an instruction to the UNM with the
command “network group AccessPoints.” As a result, a group
of wireless access point devices named AccessPoints is
selected. The operator next enters a “configure” command,
which instructs the UNM to enter network configuration
mode. The operator then instructs the UNM that the operator
wishes to configure all the fast Ethernet interfaces of the
devices in the group, with the command “interface all-fast-
ethernet”. The UNM responds by indicating the number of
interfaces in devices in the group that will be affected by
subsequent configuration commands. The operator may then
enter one or more configuration or other management com-
mands. Thus all selected devices can be configured, modified
or monitored as if the user is interacting with a single inter-
face.

3. In another feature, the UNM enables a user to select a
device or a group of devices and to then display or receive
alarms from the selected group. FIG. 6 shows an example of
such interaction with the UNM. Referring to the first line of
FIG. 6, a network operator selects a group of wireless access
points of a certain type using the command “cd Access-
Points”” The operator then displays all devices in that group
with the “dir” command.

The operator enters the command “show alarms” to view
alarms for the selected devices. In response, the UNM dis-
plays a list network alarms, but only the alarms that have been
received from the devices in the selected group. Thus, the
network operator receives a display of alarms from a plurality
of devices, but the network operator is only required to issue
one “show alarm” command. Therefore, interaction with the
network is greatly simplified. For example, in prior
approaches, the operator would have had to connect to each
device individually and then enter the “show alarms” com-
mand for each device.

The same general approach as described above may be
used when the network operator wishes to display alarm
information for a single device. Referring again to FIG. 6, the
operator next enters the command “network 192.168.1.201,”
which indicates that the operator wishes to interact only with
the device having the specified IP address. The operator then
enters a “show alarms” command. In response, the UNM
displays alarm information only for the specified device.

4. In yet another feature, the UNM enables an operator to
select a device or group of devices to receive events from the
selected group. One example is a group wireless access points
of certain type X is selected and only the events received from
these devices are presented to the network operator as if the
events are coming from a single device.

5. In still another feature, the UNM enables an operator to
apply a single configuration policy or configuration com-
mand to a device or a group of devices. Examples include:

a. allow firmware-version 10.3.1 for group=AccessPoints

b. allow firmware-version 9.9.9 for device=192.168.1.1

c. allow firmware-version 1.1.1 for devicetype=switch

6. In still another feature, the UNM enables a network
operator to apply the same commands available on a device to
perform a task at the network level so that the command is
applied to the all devices selected.
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In one embodiment, the UNM implements multiple levels
of commands that can be applied to network devices or
groups in various ways. At a first level, the UNM provides the
same commands that are available on the devices that the
UNM manages. At a second level, the UNM provides com-
mands that are common to the selected devices. At a third
level, the UNM provides additional commands that are not
supported on the devices. In alternate embodiments, the
UNM provides other levels with increasing levels of device
abstraction than the levels specified above. In these embodi-
ments, the UNM provides flexibility to the network operator
through the multiple levels. This enables the network operator
to use the same native commands available on the devices
operate on the whole network.

The UNM of FIG. 2, tree representation of FIG. 3, and the
processes that are illustrated by FIG. 4, FIG. 5, and FIG. 6
may be implemented using one or more computer programs,
processes, or other software elements. In other embodiments,
an apparatus is provided comprising a device that manages
the network and devices in it and allows a network operator to
manage the network and devices as a single device. In one
feature, the native interface of the devices in the network is
made available. In another feature, the same kind of devices in
a network are grouped and appear as a single device to the
network operator. In yet another feature, common commands
across similar devices in a network can be applied by a net-
work operator to all devices using a single command.

In another feature, the entire network is represented as tree
where devices, group of devices are represented by nodes
according to certain criteria. In a related feature, the file
system of the device is represented as sub-tree under the
device node. In yet another feature, common management
aspects of devices are made available to the network operator,
based on a current node that is selected during network tree
navigation.

3.0 IMPLEMENTATION MECHANISMS
Hardware Overview

FIG. 7 is ablock diagram that illustrates a computer system
500 upon which an embodiment of the invention may be
implemented. Computer system 500 includes a bus 502 or
other communication mechanism for communicating infor-
mation, and a processor 504 coupled with bus 502 for pro-
cessing information. Computer system 500 also includes a
main memory 506, such as a random access memory
(“RAM”) or other dynamic storage device, coupled to bus
502 for storing information and instructions to be executed by
processor 504. Main memory 506 also may be used for stor-
ing temporary variables or other intermediate information
during execution of instructions to be executed by processor
504. Computer system 500 further includes a read only
memory (“ROM”) 508 or other static storage device coupled
to bus 502 for storing static information and instructions for
processor 504. A storage device 510, such as a magnetic disk
or optical disk, is provided and coupled to bus 502 for storing
information and instructions.

Computer system 500 may be coupled via bus 502 to a
display 512, such as a cathode ray tube (“CRT”), for display-
ing information to a computer user. An input device 514,
including alphanumeric and other keys, is coupled to bus 502
for communicating information and command selections to
processor 504. Another type of user input device is cursor
control 516, such as a mouse, trackball, stylus, or cursor
direction keys for communicating direction information and
command selections to processor 504 and for controlling
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cursor movement on display 512. This input device typically
has two degrees of freedom in two axes, a first axis (e.g., X)
and a second axis (e.g., y), that allows the device to specify
positions in a plane.

The invention is related to the use of computer system 500
for unified network management. According to one embodi-
ment of the invention, unified network management is pro-
vided by computer system 500 in response to processor 504
executing one or more sequences of one or more instructions
contained in main memory 506. Such instructions may be
read into main memory 506 from another computer-readable
medium, such as storage device 510. Execution of the
sequences of instructions contained in main memory 506
causes processor 504 to perform the process steps described
herein. In alternative embodiments, hard-wired circuitry may
be used in place of or in combination with software instruc-
tions to implement the invention. Thus, embodiments of the
invention are not limited to any specific combination of hard-
ware circuitry and software.

The term “computer-readable medium” as used herein
refers to any medium that participates in providing instruc-
tions to processor 504 for execution. Such a medium may take
many forms, including but not limited to, non-volatile media,
volatile media, and transmission media. Non-volatile media
includes, for example, optical or magnetic disks, such as
storage device 510. Volatile media includes dynamic
memory, such as main memory 506. Transmission media
includes coaxial cables, copper wire and fiber optics, includ-
ing the wires that comprise bus 502. Transmission media can
also take the form of acoustic or light waves, such as those
generated during radio wave and infrared data communica-
tions.

Common forms of computer-readable media include, for
example, a floppy disk, a flexible disk, hard disk, magnetic
tape, or any other magnetic medium, a CD-ROM, any other
optical medium, punchcards, papertape, any other physical
medium with patterns of holes, a RAM, a PROM, and
EPROM, a FLASH-EPROM, any other memory chip or car-
tridge, a carrier wave as described hereinafter, or any other
medium from which a computer can read.

Various forms of computer readable media may be
involved in carrying one or more sequences of one or more
instructions to processor 504 for execution. For example, the
instructions may initially be carried on a magnetic disk of a
remote computer. The remote computer can load the instruc-
tions into its dynamic memory and send the instructions over
a telephone line using a modem. A modem local to computer
system 500 can receive the data on the telephone line and use
an infrared transmitter to convert the data to an infrared sig-
nal. An infrared detector can receive the data carried in the
infrared signal and appropriate circuitry can place the data on
bus 502. Bus 502 carries the data to main memory 506, from
which processor 504 retrieves and executes the instructions.
The instructions received by main memory 506 may option-
ally be stored on storage device 510 either before or after
execution by processor 504.

Computer system 500 also includes a communication
interface 518 coupled to bus 502. Communication interface
518 provides a two-way data communication coupling to a
network link 520 that is connected to a local network 522. For
example, communication interface 518 may be an integrated
services digital network (“ISDN”) card or a modem to pro-
vide a data communication connection to a corresponding
type of telephone line. As another example, communication
interface 518 may be a local area network (“LAN”) card to
provide a data communication connection to a compatible
LAN. Wireless links may also be implemented. In any such
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implementation, communication interface 518 sends and
receives electrical, electromagnetic or optical signals that
carry digital data streams representing various types of infor-
mation.

Network link 520 typically provides data communication
through one or more networks to other data devices. For
example, network link 520 may provide a connection through
local network 522 to a host computer 524 or to data equip-
ment operated by an Internet Service Provider (“ISP”) 526.
ISP 526 in turn provides data communication services
through the worldwide packet data communication network
now commonly referred to as the “Internet” 528. Local net-
work 522 and Internet 528 both use electrical, electromag-
netic or optical signals that carry digital data streams. The
signals through the various networks and the signals on net-
work link 520 and through communication interface 518,
which carry the digital data to and from computer system 500,
are exemplary forms of carrier waves transporting the infor-
mation.

Computer system 500 can send messages and receive data,
including program code, through the network(s), network
link 520 and communication interface 518. In the Internet
example, a server 530 might transmit a requested code for an
application program through Internet 528, ISP 526, local
network 522 and communication interface 518. In accor-
dance with the invention, one such downloaded application
provides for generating diagnoses of network problems as
described herein.

The received code may be executed by processor 504 as it
is received, and/or stored in storage device 510, or other
non-volatile storage for later execution. In this manner, com-
puter system 500 may obtain application code in the form of
a carrier wave.

4.0 EXTENSIONS AND ALTERNATIVES

In the foregoing specification, the invention has been
described with reference to specific embodiments thereof. It
will, however, be evident that various modifications and
changes may be made thereto without departing from the
broader spirit and scope of the invention. The specification
and drawings are, accordingly, to be regarded in an illustrative
rather than a restrictive sense.

What is claimed is:

1. A method, comprising:

at a network management computer, receiving a first com-
mand that selects a first group of two or more devices
consisting of routers, switches, wireless access points,
or firewall devices;

for at least each network device in the first group of devices,
sending a seed command, from the network manage-
ment computer to a particular device;

in response to sending the seed command, receiving a list
of commands supported by the particular device;

building a command base of commands in real time by
determining a set of commands, wherein each command
of the set of commands is associated with all devices in
the first group of devices;

exposing the set of commands in the command base that
are common to all devices in the first group of devices to
enable the network management computer to avoid
errors from incompatible commands being individually
applied to at least one device in the first group;

receiving a particular command associated with at least one
command from the command base;
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performing at least one management operation associated
with the at least one command from the command base
on each device in the first group of devices;

wherein the management operation is compatible with any

device in the first group of devices.

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising selecting a
second group of two or more devices;

based on the selection, rebuilding the command base of

commands for the second group;

performing at least one management operation on each

device in the second group.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the first group of devices
is based on a characteristic.

4. The method of claim 3, wherein the characteristic is
selected from a group consisting of a device type, a device
status, and a device address.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein performing at least one
management operation comprises:

receiving a second command;

determining an abstraction level of the second command;

based on the abstraction level, implementing the second

command through one or more software elements.
6. The method of claim 5, wherein determining involves
classifying the second command as a first level command,
wherein the first level command is natively available on at
least two devices in the first group.
7. The method of claim 6, wherein the management opera-
tion is performed on a first device and a second device after
determining the second command as a first level command
native to the first device, but not native to the second device.
8. The method of claim 5, wherein determining involves
classifying the second command as a second level command,
wherein the second level command is natively available on at
least all devices in the first group.
9. The method of claim 5, wherein determining involves
classifying the second command as a third level command,
wherein the third level command is not natively available on
a device in the first group.
10. The method of claim 1, wherein the commands com-
prise abstract commands, not available natively on at least
one device in the first group, wherein the performing step
comprises implementing a command not available natively
on at least one device through one or more software elements.
11. A method comprising:
at a network management computer, receiving a first com-
mand that selects a group of devices consisting of rout-
ers, switches, wireless access points, or firewall devices;

for at least each network device in the group of device,
sending a seed command, from the network manage-
ment computer to a particular device;

in response to sending the seed command, receiving a list

of commands supported by the particular device;

in response to receiving the first command, building a

command base by determining a set of commands,
wherein each command of the set of commands is asso-
ciated with all devices in the group;
exposing the set of commands in the command base that
are common to all devices in the group of devices to
enable the network management computer to avoid
errors from incompatible commands being individually
applied to at least one device in the group of devices;

receiving a second command that specifies a management
operation for application to each network device in the
group;

determining a third command for performing the manage-

ment operation based on the second command and the
command base;
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automatically executing the third command to perform the
management operation on each network device in the
group of devices;

wherein the management operation is compatible with any

device in the first group of devices.
12. The method of claim 11, wherein the management
operation comprises displaying a list of devices that are con-
tained in the group.
13. The method of claim 11, wherein the management
operation comprises configuring a plurality of interfaces that
are implemented by a plurality of selected devices.
14. The method of claim 11, wherein the group of devices
is based on a characteristic.
15. The method of claim 14, wherein the characteristic is
selected from a group consisting of a device type, a device
status, and a device address.
16. A system comprising:
at least one network device consisting of a router, a switch,
a wireless access point, or a firewall device; and

at least one network management station, wherein a net-
work management station comprises a data structure
associated with the network device for implementing the
steps of:

receiving a first command that selects a group of devices,

wherein each device in the group selected by the first
command is associated with one or more commands at a
plurality of levels, wherein a first level command is
included in a native device interface for each device, and
a second level command is not natively supported on
each device;

based on the selection, building a command base from the

group, comprised of second level commands;

wherein each second level command of a set of second

level commands is associated with at least all devices of
the group;
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exposing the set of second level commands in the com-
mand base that are common to all devices in the group of
devices to enable the network management station to
avoid errors from incompatible commands being indi-
vidually applied to at least one device in the group of
devices;

receiving a selection from the set of second level com-

mands in the command base;

automatically executing the command to perform a man-

agement operation on each network device in the group
of devices;

wherein the management operation is compatible with any

device in the group of devices.

17. The system of claim 16, wherein the management
operation comprises displaying a list of devices that are con-
tained in the group.

18. The system of claim 16, wherein the management
operation comprises configuring a plurality of interfaces that
are implemented by a plurality of selected devices.

19. The system of claim 16, wherein the management
operation comprises displaying one or more alarms that are
generated only by devices in the group, wherein a network
device that is not in the group generates an alarm, and the
alarm generated by the network device that is not in the group
is not displayed.

20. The system of claim 16, wherein the management
operation comprises displaying one or more events that are
generated only by devices in the group, wherein a network
device that is not in the group of devices generates an event,
and the event generated by the network device that is not in the
group is not displayed.
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